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SPACE “mili ta ri za tion/weaponi za tion”
is not an “all- or- nothing” af fair. For
clari fi ca tion, one can view mili tary ac -
tivi ties in space on a threat con tin uum 

(see ta ble 1). As used here, space weaponi za -
tion  re fers to any thing greater than the cur -
rent ca pa bil ity, which is roughly at the mod -
er ate threat level.1

Much of the lit era ture flow ing from the
De part ment of De fense (DOD) on space and
its role for fu ture mili tary op era tions makes a
fun da men tal as sump tion: “Space will be
weapon ized; we only need to de cide if the US
will take the lead.”2 One  can not so read ily

make such an as sump tion. The im me di ate
mili tary ad van tages of be ing the first na tion
to weapon ize space are un de ni able 3 but must
be weighed against long- term mili tary costs,
as well as against broader so cial, po liti cal, and 
eco nomic costs. The de ci sion to weapon ize
space does not lie within the mili tary (seek ing 
short- term mili tary ad van tage in sup port of
na tional se cu rity) but at the higher level of
na tional pol icy (seek ing long- term na tional
se cu rity, eco nomic well- being, and world -
wide le giti macy of US con sti tu tional val ues).
At that level, many rea sons sug gest why the
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weaponi za tion of space may not be the ob vi -
ous “best” strat egy.

The pur pose of this ar ti cle is to ar ticu late
those rea sons. Space- sanctuary ad vo cates will 
ap pre ci ate what fol lows as a com pre hen sive
sum mary of their po si tion; like wise, space-
 weaponization ad vo cates will have to ad dress 
these is sues if their be lief (that Ameri can pre -
emp tive weaponi za tion of space best serves
this na tion) is to re main on firm ground. The
fol low ing sum mary of the case against space
weaponi za tion pro ceeds from the his tori cal
trend of US nu clear and space pol icy to con -
sider do mes tic and in ter na tional po liti cal
con cerns. It then ad dresses the space-
 weaponization is sue by briefly ex am in ing ad -
ver sar ial po ten tial (the threat), tech no logi cal
limi ta tions, fi nan cial trade- offs, prac ti cal con -
sid era tions of mili tary strat egy, and the
emotional ap peal of global se cu rity and well-
 being. This ar ti cle is not meant to be an in-
 depth study of each facet of the de bate;
rather, it is a terse sum mary of the space-
 sanctuary ar gu ment aimed at open ing the de -
bate.

Historical Trend
Al though the mili ta ri za tion of space may

seem to be a new is sue driven by emerg ing
tech no logi cal ca pac ity, a his tori cal trend
dates from the close of World War II.

The Nuclear Weapons–Space Weapons Analogy

Dem on stra tions of atomic weap ons at the
close of World War II and the pros pect of nu -
clear weap ons mar ried to emerg ing bal lis tic
mis sile tech nol ogy ush ered in a new era of in -
ter na tional re la tions. Threat en ing to use mili -
tary force had al ways been an in stru ment of
di plo macy, but the po ten tial for in stan ta ne -
ous, in de fen si ble, and com plete an ni hi la tion
posed a new ru bric in the games na tions play.
Thus, nu clear de ter rence was born.

Ini tial thoughts that such a threat rele gated 
war fare to the shelves of his tory due to the
pros pects of mas sive nu clear re talia tion
proved naï ve—sub se quent lower- order con -
flict did not force nu clear es ca la tion. Sym -
met ric nu clear ca pa bili ties among the prin ci -
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THREAT LEVEL  MILITARY ACTIVITY

High 10 Space-to-Earth Weapons Capable

 7 Space-to-Space Weapons Capable

Moderate  5 Earth-to-Space Weapons Capable

Low  3 Space-to-Earth ISR/MCG/Comma

 2 Space-to-Space ISR/MCG/Comm

 1 Earth-to-Space ISR/MCG/Comm

aISR/MCG/Comm = intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance/mapping, charting, and geodesy/communications
(military). Other less-threatening functions include missile warning, navigation, and environmental  matters.

Table 1
Threat Continuum



pal pow ers weak ened the credi bil ity of their
use, while asym met ric re sponses (guer rilla
and ter ror ist tac tics, align ing with nuclear-
 capable par ties, con flict pro trac tion, etc.) still 
al lowed lesser pow ers to test the re solve of
the prin ci pals—par ticu larly over is sues of pe -
riph eral in ter est to those nu clear pow ers. Ex -
am ples in clude Viet nam and Af ghani stan. Vi -
sions of mas sive space su pe ri or ity and the
touted huge, co er cive power ad van tage they
pro vide will likely prove as bank rupt a no tion 
as that of mas sive nu clear re talia tion. In their
logi cal evo lu tion, both give way to strate gies
that rec og nize an in ter na tional con text of re -
ac tive na tions. Prin ci pal pow ers will sim ply
not al low a space he gemon to emerge, and
lesser pow ers may con cede he gem ony but
will con tinue to seek asym met ric coun ters.4

The re sult will be a space strat egy that bet ter
aligns with what evolved out of the nu clear
di lemma: mu tual as sured de struc tion (MAD).

As a com mon MAD logic de vel oped across
the globe (but pri mar ily be tween the two
play ers in the game—the United States and So -
viet Un ion), non tra di tional foreign- policy
traits be came ap par ent. Any move to ward de -
vel op ing weap ons or prac tices that in creased
the vi abil ity of the idea that one could “win”
a nu clear ex change was per ceived as de sta bi -
liz ing. De ter rence in the form of MAD had to
over come the no tion of “win ning”—one that
could come in sev eral forms:

1. A na tion could sur vive nu clear at tacks
and pre vail. Con ced ing of fen sive domi -
nance was criti cal if MAD were to de ter
nu clear holo caust. One had to avoid an
odd ar ray of de sta bi liz ing prac tices and
sys tems, in clud ing missile- defense sys -
tems and civil- defense pro grams.

2. A na tion could use nu clear weap ons on a
small scale and pre vail in a pre domi -
nantly con ven tional con flict. The term
thea ter nu clear weap ons was an oxy mo -
ron—every nu clear weapon was stra te -
gic be cause it posed the threat of es ca la -
tion. Lim ited use of nu clear weap ons
was de sta bi liz ing; hence, one had to
avoid any such strat egy. Pro hib it ing
the de vel op ment of the neu tron bomb,

in spite of the im me di ate tac ti cal bene -
fits it of fered to out num bered NATO
forces in Europe, was a di rect re sult of
this logic.

3. A na tion could launch a suc cess ful first
strike. Sta bi liz ing ap proaches that re -
duced the vi abil ity of sur prise via first
strike were pur sued. More than its
name im plies, if MAD were to pro hibit
a nu clear ex change, it had to be paired
ei ther with a re li able early warn ing ca -
pa bil ity al low ing a re ac tive nu clear re -
sponse or with a sur viv able second-
 strike ca pa bil ity. The United States pur -
sued both: the former via space- and
land- based early warn ing net works and
the lat ter via submarine- launched bal -
lis tic mis siles.

From this ex pe ri ence, one can draw and ap -
ply les sons as the pos si bil ity of space weap ons 
emerges. Clearly, these weap ons of fer the po -
ten tial for in stan ta ne ous and in de fen si ble at -
tack. Al though the Outer Space Treaty of 1967 
(out law ing weap ons of mass de struc tion
[WMD] in space) pro hib its com plete an ni hi -
la tion, the threat of an ni hi la tion would still
ex ist—it is dif fi cult to dis tin guish space- based
WMD from space- based non- WMD. In sim ple 
terms, space weaponi za tion could bring a
new round of MAD.

Al though MAD suc cess fully de terred a nu -
clear ex change over the past 40 years, it was a
very costly means of over com ing the lack of
trust be tween su per pow ers. The dis so lu tion
of that dis trust and the cor re spond ing re duc -
tion of nu clear arms lie at the very heart of the 
Stra te gic Arms Re duc tion Trea ties (START).
Com par ing the emer gence of nuclear- tipped
ICBMs with the ac ces sion of space weap ons
does yield some stark dif fer ences, how ever.
There is no sin gle threat to fo cus dip lo matic
ef forts aimed at build ing trust, and there does
seem to be some in ter na tional sup port for the
idea of coa lesc ing a strat egy sup port ing space
sanc tu ary and de ter ring third world space up -
starts. Aside from these dif fer ences, though,
one could as sume the ex is tence of pro lif er -
ated space weap ons and pro ceed with the
thought ex peri ment that a space- MAD strat -
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egy would emerge among the prin ci pal pow -
ers. Again, one would have to elimi nate the
no tion of “win ning” a space- weapons ex -
change, and on at least the first two counts,
one could do so:

1. It is logi cal to con cede the of fen sive
domi nance of space- based weap ons in
low- earth or bit (LEO). Any point on
earth could have a weapon pointed at it
with clear line of sight; the po ten tial of
directed- energy weap ons takes the no -
tion of in stan ta ne ous to the ex treme;
and de fense of every na tional as set from 
such an at tack would prove next to im -
pos si ble.

2. The same ar gu ment against the logic of
“tac ti cal” nu clear weap ons would also
ap ply to the “tac ti cal” use of space-
 based weap ons. Once they were used,
any con flict could auto mati cally es ca -
late to a higher level.

3. The fail ing of a space- MAD strat egy
comes on the third count: early warn ing 
or sur viv able second- strike ca pa bil ity.
Should space be weapon ized and two
space- capable foes emerge, there will be 
no 30- minute early warn ing win dow
from which one ac tor could launch a
coun ter at tack prior to the im pact of the
pre emp tive first strike. Fur ther more,
space bas ing is equiva lent to ex po -
sure—no strike ca pa bil ity can be re lia bly 
hid den or pro tected in space in or der to
al low a sur viv ing, credi ble sec ond
strike.

Space- MAD weap ons with out early warn -
ing or re li able sur viv abil ity logi cally in sti gate 
a first strike. This cre ates an in credi bly un sta -
ble situa tion in which the vi abil ity of “win -
ning” a space war ex ists and is predi cated
upon strik ing first (with plau si ble de ni abil ity
ex ac er bat ing the prob lem), elimi nat ing the
“mu tual” from MAD and only as sur ing the
de struc tion of the less ag gres sive state. Ob vi -
ously, this is not a good situa tion. Put ting
weap ons in space could well be a self-
 fulfilling proph ecy: we put them there be -
cause we an tici pate we’ll need them, and be -

cause they’re there, we’ll be com pelled to use
them; hence, we needed them.

The con clu sion, then, of a nu clear weap -
ons–space weap ons anal ogy can only be that
while the threats from each type of weapon
are simi lar, the most suc cess ful strat egy
(MAD) for deal ing with the former can not
work for the lat ter. Un like the strat egy for nu -
clear weap ons, there ex ists no ob vi ous strat -
egy for em ploy ing space weap ons that will en -
hance global sta bil ity. If the prece dent of
evad ing de sta bi liz ing situa tions is to con -
tinue—and that is com pati ble with a long his -
tory of US for eign pol icy—one ought to avoid
space- based weap ons. Fur ther, even if one
could con struct a work able space- MAD strat -
egy, the nuclear- MAD ap proach teaches that
this is an in tensely ex pen sive means of deal -
ing with mu tual dis trust be tween na tions.

American Foreign Policy Tradition of Space
Sanctuary

Forty years of cold war his tory show a suc cess -
ful pat tern of US pol icy aimed at sup port ing
space as a sanc tu ary. The rea son is that we
have more to lose if space is weapon ized.
Since the Eis en hower era, the open- skies phi -
loso phy has sought to bol ster space
ISR/MCG/Comm le giti macy—not space
domi nance. Theo reti cally, weaponi za tion is
overtly threat en ing and de sta bi liz ing, while a
ro bust ISR en vi ron ment—eve ry one spy ing on
eve ry one—re duces para noia and is ul ti mately
sta bi liz ing. This mo ti vated the many sig na to -
ries of the Outer Space Treaty of 1967 to agree
that no pro prie tary claims could be made of
space, thereby le giti miz ing global space re -
con nais sance.5

Dur ing the cold war, mili tary spend ing
strate gies were clearly es ca la tory—when in
doubt, buy more weap ons. In spite of this
gen eral phi loso phy, though, some US re -
straint in weaponi za tion oc curred. The Car ter 
ad mini stra tion thought bet ter of de ploy ing
the neu tron bomb, see ing it as an in ter me di -
ate step be tween con ven tional and nu clear
war and mak ing the lat ter more likely. The
logic of not pur su ing a de sta bi liz ing weapon
of fers a tac ti cal ad van tage. Had the So vi ets
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fielded a tac ti cal nu clear weapon, US re -
sponse might have been dif fer ent. The con -
cept of space weap ons took US re straint to an -
other level. Al though the United States
pur sued op era tional an ti sat el lites (ASAT) on
two oc ca sions, they were re ac tions to So viet
moves to ward op era tion al iz ing or bit ing nu -
clear weap ons and not a re flec tion of the pre -
vail ing trend away from ASAT de ploy ment.

The first oc ca sion came by or der of the
Ken nedy ad mini stra tion (spe cifi cally, Sec re -
tary of De fense Rob ert S. McNa mara) in May
1962. US Army Pro gram 505 modi fied Nike
Zeus an ti bal lis tic mis siles (ABM) to ac com -
mo date nu clear war heads ca pa ble of de stroy -
ing sat el lites in LEO. The sec ond oc ca sion,
Pro gram 437, fol lowed soon there af ter. It too
called for a ground- launched nu clear ASAT
ca pa bil ity. Al though both pro grams went op -
era tional in the spring of 1964, Pro gram 505
was can celed within two years due to the
longer range of fered by Pro gram 437. While
these make shift pro grams were in their in -
fancy, in for ma tion and sen ti ments were al -
ready emerg ing to halt them. Star fish Prime
tests/stud ies of nu clear weap ons in space
made it clear that nu clear deto na tions in
space were in dis crimi nate, ca pa ble of de -
stroy ing ad ver sar ial and friendly ca pa bil ity
alike.6 Ad di tion ally, the use of Pro gram 437
ca pa bil ity would vio late the Par tial Test Ban
Treaty signed by the presi dent in 1963.7 The
com mit ment to space- sanctuary strat egy be -
came clear as in ter est in and fund ing for Pro -
gram 437 waned. The pro gram was fi nally
can celed in 1975.8

Other ASAT pro grams have ap peared
since, such as the F- 15- launched Minia ture
Hom ing Ve hi cle, but con gres sional test re -
stric tions as well as budg et ary limi ta tions
have killed these pro grams well be fore they
be came op era tional.9 This oc curred in spite
of the fact that the So vi ets be gan test ing a co-
 orbital ASAT in 1967 and main tained it as an
op era tional ASAT through the end of the cold
war. Even when pro voked, the United States
has shaped its strat egy to main tain space as a
sanc tu ary in or der to pro tect the le giti macy of 
space ISR as well as the qual ity ad van tage of
US space ISR/MCG/Comm ca pa bil ity.

The United States has pro ceeded with this
logic over four dec ades, pro duc ing, by far, the 
most ca pa ble of all ISR/MCG/Comm space in -
fra struc tures. The qual ity ad van tage of US
ISR/MCG/Comm space ca pa bil ity still ex ists,
and given wan ing Rus sian in vest ment in its
space pro gram, one can make a strong case
that the ad van tage is greater than it ever was
dur ing the cold war. The roots of this strat egy
are logi cally founded in the in her ent, de sta bi -
liz ing na ture of weaponi za tion as op posed to
the in her ent, sta bi liz ing ef fects of ISR. Sim ply
put, in a re la tion ship of mu tual dis trust, con -
stant and as sured sur veil lance is far more
likely to avoid con flict than is the pres ence of
of fen sive weap ons. US pur suit of space sanc -
tu ary is more rele vant to day than it was in the
past. In ad di tion to de stroy ing the le giti macy
and se cu rity of our own ISR/MCG/Comm ad -
van tage, a pol icy move to ward weaponi za tion 
would be per ceived do mes ti cally and in ter na -
tion ally as a dis con ti nu ity of Ameri can na -
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tional strat egy—a de sta bi liz ing situa tion in it -
self.

Political Concerns
Aside from this his tori cal pat tern, there are 

nu mer ous val ues, poli cies, and le gal is sues
that di rectly sup port a space- sanctuary pos -
ture.

Incompatibility with US Constitutional Values

The United States ex ports its na tional val ues
of in di vid ual free doms and de moc racy and
main tains a pat tern of not bul ly ing other na -
tions into ac cept ing these ide als. The ex pec ta -
tion is that the in her ent worth of the ide als is
self- evident. Main tain ing the moral high-
 ground in or der to sup port this pat tern is es -
sen tial, even if it re quires the United States to
take some risks. His tori cally, it has taken such 
risks. Not re spond ing in kind to the op era -
tional Rus sian ASAT is one case. More re -
cently, the United States signed the Chemi cal
Weap ons Con ven tion (rati fied in the US Sen -
ate in April 1997) even though Rus sia, Libya,
and Iraq re fused to sign.10 Why give po ten -
tial ad ver sar ies such a mili tary ad van tage?
The an swer is repu ta tion. The idea of put -
ting weap ons in space to domi nate the
globe is sim ply not com pati ble with who we 
are and what we rep re sent as Ameri cans.11

No Political Will

Al most every mili tary theo rist from Carl von
Clause witz to B. H. Lid dell Hart rec og nizes
that the le giti macy of a mili tary in sti tu tion is
predi cated upon its con nec tion with its sup -
port ing po liti cal in stru ment. The US Con sti -
tu tion is not sub tle in its sup port of this con -
cept. The fact that there is ab so lutely no
po liti cal will to weapon ize space calls into
ques tion the rele vance of any plans to do so.
The cur rent ad mini stra tion12 has been clear
on its po si tion re gard ing space, as evi denced
in the open ing state ment of Presi dent Clin -
ton’s na tional space pol icy: “The United
States is com mit ted to the ex plo ra tion and

use of outer space by all na tions for peace ful
pur poses and for the bene fit of all hu man -
ity.”13

The sec ond state ment in that same pol icy
al lows for de fense and intelligence- related ac -
tivi ties in pur suit of na tional se cu rity, but the
in tent is clearly at odds with cur rent mili tary
thrusts for de fen sive and of fen sive space sys -
tems. Ac tions of the cur rent ad mini stra tion
have been stronger than its prede ces sors to -
ward main tain ing space sanc tu ary. Even
space- weapons re search and de vel op ment ef -
forts short of op era tional em ploy ment, tra di -
tion ally used to hedge against emerg ing
threats, have been de railed and re placed by
terrestrial- based sys tems.1 4 This lack of Ameri -
can po liti cal will to weapon ize space is both a
re sult of and adds cre dence to the re main der
of this space- sanctuary ar gu ment.

Treaty Limitations

There are few treaty limi ta tions on the
weaponi za tion of space. Any sur vey of the
Outer Space Treaty and other in ter na tional
space agree ments yields but one con clu sion:
ex cept for WMD and ABMs, no in ter na tional
pro hi bi tion on space weap ons ex ists. What is
not ex plic itly for bid den by in ter na tional law
is im plic itly al lowed; hence, the United States
can, if it chooses, put con ven tional weap ons
in space. But a second- order look at the rami -
fi ca tions of treaty ob li ga tions and the way for -
eign na tions in ter pret those ob li ga tions
yields a dif fer ent con clu sion. For in stance,
both START trea ties (US and Rus sian agree -
ments to de stroy thou sands of nu clear weap -
ons) are linked to com pli ance with the ABM
Treaty of 1972,15 and most space weap ons
have ABM ca pa bil ity. The Rus sians will per -
ceive the pur suit of space weap ons as the pur -
suit of ABMs. This would jeop ard ize the
START trea ties—a di rec tion the United States
ob vi ously does not want to fol low.

International Opinion

Fur ther more, any move by the United States 
to weapon ize space not only in cites po ten -
tial ad ver sar ies to fol low suit but also is per -
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ceived as pro voca tive by al lies as well as ad -
ver sar ies. His tory is full of ex am ples of the
emer gence of one mili tary power in sti gat ing
coa li tions against it.1 6 Make no mis take, the
world is acutely at tuned to US moves to -
ward space:

The world space community is confused as to
the need for the US to develop space weaponry
now, and is dismayed that the US is planning to
test a high-powered laser against a satellite
target [F. Ongaro, Headquarters European
Space Agency].

The policing of space is an international
concern. . . . The international community will
be very concerned if the US goes alone to solve
problems that affect all space powers [Dr. H.
Richarz and Dr. K. Schrogl, Headquarters
Deutsche Agentur für Rahmfahrt Angelegenheiten
(DARA—the German space agency)] .

It is obvious to educated Russians that
Americans are subject to self-persuasion.
Americans say they intervene to uphold
democracy and peace, but Russians see some
other objective, oil, uranium or bananas.
Therefore what America should not do in space
at the present time is any sort of anti-satellite
activity. The Duma (Russian Parliament)
banned the use of anti-satellite weapons after a
heated debate. The Russian military and their
political allies wanted to keep an ASAT
program. The proposed test of the US MIRACL
laser against a US satellite is at the center of a
Russian controversy. . . . ASAT development
should not be a unilateral US action; it should
be an international effort when required.
Almost all of the Earth’s states have some space
requirements, and will see any move by the US
towards space superiority as threatening [Dr.
M. Tarasenko, Russian Center for Arms Control, 
Energy, and Environmental Studies].17

Adversarial Potential
What dis turbs most for eign pow ers re gard -

ing US space de vel op ment is the clear ab -
sence of mo tive: there is vir tu ally no threat to
US space- ISR domi nance.

No Current Major Threat

Some for eign ISR threat has ex isted for many
years. As men tioned above, the cal cu lus was

ac com plished, and the his tori cal pat tern of
US pol icy de ci sions has sup ported the con clu -
sions that the gains from our own space–
ISR/MCG/Comm ca pa bil ity out weigh what
we stand to lose from oth ers’ space–ISR/
MCG/Comm ca pa bil ity. The best way to se -
cure that ad van tage has been to pur sue space
sanc tu ary. Ar gu ments that sup port weaponi -
za tion of ten cite the emer gence of for eign
space- ISR ca pa bili ties; yet, the pro lif era tion of 
world wide space- ISR ca pa bil ity is sta bi liz ing.
Only ag gres sive na tions—with some thing to
hide—would take ex cep tion to be ing moni -
tored. Ad di tion ally, con ceal ment, com mu ni -
ca tions and op era tions se cu rity, and de cep -
tion are all means by which the United States
can coun ter for eign space- ISR, if and when we 
so choose. In the event of con flict, ac tive
meas ures also in clude ISR and com mu ni ca -
tions jam ming and/or at tacks against ground
sta tions (the true vul ner abil ity of any space
ar chi tec ture).

While for eign ISR ca pa bil ity is pro lif er at -
ing, one must per ceive it as what it is, for the
most part—a sta bi liz ing global pat tern of
watch ful ness. Be sides, it is not sim ply a mat -
ter of what data one can ac cess from space
but, more im por tantly, what one can do with
the data that is ac cessed. The United States is
by no means sur ren der ing its lead on data
pro- cessing and ex ploi ta tion. The fact that a
third world ac tor has ac cess to space re con -
nais sance data should not be alarm ing, since
it must be weighed against the huge, co or di -
nated in tel li gence in fra struc ture (task ing,
col lec tion, proc ess ing, ex ploi ta tion, dis semi -
na tion, and ar chives) pos sessed and be ing fur -
ther de vel oped by the United States. In short,
one can use less pro voca tive means than pre -
emp tive weaponi za tion to deal with mi nor
gains made on US ac cess to space data. These
mi nor gains on data ac cess may sim ply be the
price of peace.

Fur ther claims of ad ver sar ial space weap -
ons are sim ply un founded. Mili tary fu tures
stud ies of ten cite pre dic tions of for eign
space- based par ti cle beams and other such
tech nolo gies,1 8 but in re al ity they merely pro -
vide para noid jus ti fi ca tion for US space pro -
grams. Re al ity speaks of a dif fer ent fu ture:
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1. Rus sia is cur rently op er at ing un der its
own uni lat eral ban on ASAT test ing. In
No vem ber of 1991, the Rus sians an -
nounced that their co- orbital ASAT was
still op era tional. But 12 of 29 tests be -
tween 1968 and 1982 re sulted in fail ure; 
the ASAT is lim ited to in cli na tions be -
tween 62 de grees and 66 de grees; and its 
maxi mum range is one thou sand
miles.19  Ad di tion ally, any cur rent,
open- source ac count of the Rus sian
econ omy will find it in fi nan cial cri sis
(to the det ri ment of space fund ing). Ear -
lier this year, Yuri Kop tev, di rec tor of
the Rus sian Space Agency, com mented
that of 20 na tions ac tive in space re -
search and sat el lite launches, Rus sian
spend ing ranked 19th.20

2. Eu ro pe’s com bined space ef forts are
grow ing, but Euro pe ans ref use even to
con sider col labo ra tive ef forts at thea ter
bal lis tic mis sile de fense be cause of the
po ten tial ASAT spinoff ca pa bili ties it
might af ford. Col lec tively, Europe is
one of the strong est sup port ers of space
sanc tu ary.21

3. Ja pan con sti tu tion ally pro hib its of fen -
sive weap ons. The Japa nese also de -
clined to par tici pate in a co op era tive
agree ment with the United States aimed 
at build ing thea ter mis sile de fense.22

4. China is in ter ested in space but has
done noth ing ex cept per sis tently pur -
sue col labo ra tion with Europe and the
United States.23

The over whelm ing evi dence sug gests that,
un pro voked, the rest of the world is sim ply
not in ter ested in space weaponi za tion at this
time.

Dealing with Minor Current and Future Threats

US pas sive de fense plans con tinue to ad dress
lim ited ISR threats posed by po ten tial ad ver -
sar ies. Space pro tec tion is a rec og nized pri or -
ity within the US space com mu nity, which
con tin ues to ex am ine vul ner abili ties and
pro tec tion of na tional space sys tems. One

can di vide the meth ods of pas sive de fense
into two dis tinct cate go ries—fun da men tally a
game of hide- and- seek:

1. Ef fec tive “hide”: meth ods and mecha -
nisms of coun ter ing for eign ISR col lec -
tion ef forts against the United States.

2. Se cure “seek”: meth ods and mecha nisms
coun ter ing at tacks against US ISR col lec -
tion ef forts.

These will be dis cussed shortly. The point to
be made here is that the space- weaponization
ad vo cate’s con cep tion of ei ther de fend ing
space as sets with space weap ons or not de -
fend ing them at all is a false di lemma . There
are at least three vi able ap proaches for de -
fend ing US space as sets: (1) dip lo matic/po liti -
cal de fenses (agree ments aimed at build ing
col lec tive se cu rity), (2) pas sive de fenses
(hide- and- seek), and (3) ac tive de fenses
(weap ons). This ar ti cle sug gests that the more
pru dent op tion is a com bi na tion of the first
two and ac tive, ag gres sive avoid ance of the
third.

No “Pop-Up” Future Threat

To hedge against stra te gic sur prise (a pop- up
space- weapons- capable ad ver sary), en hanced 
ef forts at space- sanctuary treaty build ing of -
fer sev eral bene fits. Be yond as sur ances that
sig na to ries are will ing to abide, pre es tab -
lished coa li tions against any na tion field ing
space weap ons would be a strong de ter rent,
greatly re duc ing the like li hood of an emerg -
ing threat. Fur ther more, in tel li gence co or di -
na tion across the coa li tion would pro vide a
strong re source for moni tor ing the de vel op -
ment of space weap ons world wide. If one can
fos ter the ap pro pri ate in ter na tional cli mate,
it would be highly un likely that space-
 weapons- capable rogue ac tors would pop up
over night.

Technological Limitations:
An Overstated, Promised

Capability
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Much of the space- weaponization ar gu -
ment hinges upon an as sumed ca pa bil ity,
given proper in vest ment. Such “tech no logi -
cal op ti mism” war rants a sec ond look. As
noted by a dis tin guished sci en tist, “Sci en tists
and en gi neers now know how to build a sta -
tion in space that would cir cle the Earth 1,075 
miles up. . . . Within the next 10 or 15 years,
the Earth will have a new com pan ion in the
skies, a man- made sat el lite that could be ei -
ther the great est force for peace ever de vised,
or one of the most ter ri ble weap ons o f
war—de pend ing on who makes and con trols
it.”24

Sur pris ingly, the dis tin guished sci en tist is
the fa ther of the space rocket, Wern her von
Braun, and the year he made this un re al ized
state ment was 1952. More re cently, space-
 shuttle de sign plans of the 1970s called for
160- hour turn around times and a minimal-
 maintenance con cept re quir ing three or four
tech ni cians.2 5 Ob vi ously, we have not at -
tained any thing close to this vi sion ei ther.
Such op ti mis tic pro jec tions on the fu ture
uses of space have been around since the be -
gin ning of the US space pro gram, and that tra -
di tion con tin ues to day. We should re main
cau tious on sev eral counts:

1. The en ergy dif fer en tial be tween air
flight and space flight is or ders of mag -
ni tude,26 and re quires not sim ply an
evo lu tion ary ad vance of cur rent aero -
dy nam ics tech nol ogy but revo lu tion -
ary leaps in as tro dy nam ics and rocket
tech nol ogy.

2. In the concept- design phase of many
space sys tems, some as pects of the hos -
tile space en vi ron ment have un der es ti -
mated ef fects. Mi cro me teor ites, space
de bris, ex treme tem pera tures, and ex -
ces sive ra dia tion all re quire shield ing,
in su la tion, and energy- dissipation
mecha nisms.

3. One of the big gest tech ni cal prob lems
fac ing any space craft is gen er at ing
and/or main tain ing suf fi cient on board
en ergy.

4. Re mote guid ance and con trol of space -
craft have posed con found ing prob -
lems since the ad vent of the rocket in
the early 1940s.27

5. The grow ing global in ter con nect ed -
ness will blur the dis tinc tion be tween
who owns what and for what pur pose
the as set ex ists. As sump tions re gard -
ing the iso la tion of ad ver sar ial space
as sets, along with as sump tions re -
gard ing the ca pa bil ity to dis crimi -
nately tar get those as sets with out col -
la t  era l  ef  fec ts ,  have  not  been
thor oughly ex am ined.

6. Fi nally, tech ni cal ca pa bili ties as seen
from the mili tary per spec tive are typi -
cally meas ured against an ad ver sary’s
abil ity to coun ter them. But these ca pa -
bil ity meas ure ments must not be con -
fined to sym met ric re sponses. Build ing
a huge space- capability dif fer en tial be -
tween it self and other states will not in -
sure the United States a re sul tant huge
co er cion ca pa bil ity. Asym met ric re -
sponse by op pos ing states is a natu ral
ten dency.

All told, the story of pro lif er ated space ac -
cess and ex ploi ta tion in the near fu ture is
grossly ex ag ger ated. Since the be gin ning of
the space age, we have read ily as sumed away
the very many tech ni cal and po liti cal dif fi cul -
ties as so ci ated with ac cess to and move ment
in space. It is a natu ral thing to do—the skies
were read ily con quered; why not space? Vi -
sions of Buck Rogers “fly ing” through space
re in force the natu ral, al beit false, anal ogy be -
tween the con quest of air and space—hence
the mis no mer space flight. This op ti mism is
part of our Ameri can heri tage. Al though it is a
posi tive mo ti va tor of our in evi ta ble move
into space, it must not cloud ra tional de ci -
sions.

Financial Trade-Offs
Be fore any na tion pur sues a par ticu lar

strat egy, it must as sess both the bene fits and
costs of do ing so. Some of the costs of space
weaponi za tion have al ready been ad dressed
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in terms of Ameri can repu ta tion and mili tary
trade- offs. An other as pect of cost comes in
rec og niz ing where the cho sen path might
lead.

Another Costly Arms Race

Once a na tion em barks down the road to gain
a huge asym met ric ad van tage, the natu ral
ten dency of oth ers is to close that gap. An
arms race tends to de velop an in er tia of its
own and is dif fi cult to turn off. Will this gen -
era tion’s leg acy be to pro vide a con stant
threat of space weap ons, just as the con stant
threat of nu clear weap ons has di min ished?

National Opportunity Costs

Still an other part of the cost analy sis must
weigh op por tu nity costs: what else could
have been pur chased? The fol low ing are but a 
few of the broader trade- offs to con sider:

1. Can cer re search is cur rently funded at
$2.6 bil lion per year, an amount equiva -
lent to roughly 1 per cent of the DOD
budget, yet 555,000 Ameri cans are dy -
ing each year from can cer.28 That is 10
times the number of Ameri can lives lost
over the en tire course of the Viet nam
con flict. One must trade off fur ther
medi cal ef forts at at tack ing this prob -
lem with the pur chase of fu ture weap -
ons that might work against an ad ver -
sary that is as yet un known. It prompts
the ques tion, Which war are we los ing?
Can cer re search is only one of many
such do mes tic pro grams that must com -
pete for lim ited re sources.

2. By the close of fis cal year 1997, the na -
tional debt was es ti mated to pass $5.5
tril lion.29 Can the United States af ford
to bor row more on its fu ture to fund
space weap ons?

3. Par ticu larly, is the in vest ment of bil -
lions of dol lars pre ma ture? Aside from
the costs of build ing a space- capable
weapon, lift ing it to space to day costs
roughly $10,000/pound. What if the
United States pays $10,000/pound to

lift a space- weapons ar chi tec ture only to 
find in the af ter math of a tech ni cal
break through that the rest of the world
closes the gap at a cost of $100/pound?

4. Even in the ab sence of a tech no logi cal
break through, Ameri cans have a pat tern 
of front ing the costs of re search and de -
vel op ment only to find other na tions
tak ing our tech nol ogy and us ing it to
our dis ad van tage (for ex am ple, US de -
vel op ment of mi croe lec tron ics in the
1960s and sub se quent Japa nese ex ploi -
ta tion of that de vel op ment).3 0 Para sitic
be hav ior of cor po ra tions and na tions in
re gard to tech no logi cal ad vance is well
docu mented,31 of fer ing up starts the
“ad van tage of back ward ness.” Fol low -
ing this pat tern, US in vest ments in the
re search and de vel op ment of space
weap ons could lead to the de mise of US
in ter na tional prow ess.

Space ar chi tects must rec og nize that al -
though space- weaponization strate gies seem
ap peal ing from a mili tary per spec tive, the
weigh ing in of op por tu nity costs fa vors the
much cheaper and his tori cally ef fec tive sanc -
tu ary strat egy.

Simple Economics

More than be ing a lot cheaper than a space-
 weapons strat egy, space- sanctuary strat egy in
prac tice has many ad van tages as it re lates to
global com merce. Space weap ons are eco -
nomi cally pro voca tive be cause they can ap -
pear to threaten that com merce. Dur ing a
con flict, dis tin guish ing space friend from
space foe would prove dif fi cult since most na -
tions do not overtly “flag” their sat el lites. Ad -
di tion ally, a number of sat el lites have many
roles and are pos ses sions of many na tions.
Dis crimi nat ing im par tial, com mer cial space
as sets from ad ver sar ial space as sets will be
prob lem atic. Fur ther more, even in the event
that one can iso late ad ver sar ial space as sets,
the col lat eral ef fects of space de bris32 will be
ex tremely dif fi cult to con trol. One can not
posit the bene fits of hav ing space- weapons
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ca pa bil ity with out logi cally think ing through 
all the rami fi ca tions of us ing them.

Given the mul ti na tional com mer ciali za -
tion of space that is be ing pur sued far more
in tensely than a weap ons pro gram could be,
it is very doubt ful that the po liti cal arm
would ever author ize the use of space weap -
ons even if the United States pos sessed them.
Why, then, should we pur sue a huge in vest -
ment to ward a subop ti mal space- weapons
strat egy—while the bet ter space- sanctuary
strat egy is over looked? Proba bly be cause
such a strat egy comes across as a weak, “do-
 nothing” ap proach, some thing dis dain ful to
Ameri can mili tary lead ers. On the con trary,
though, ac tively pur su ing space sanc tu ary
does not need to be a “sit- on- your hands” ap -
proach to na tional strat egy.

Practical Considerations
The US mili tary strate gist is trained to

think be yond his tori cal trends and cur rent
pol icy is sues; he or she is trained to think
worst- case sce nar ios and im mi nent threats to
US na tional se cu rity. Mili tary space strat egy
must also be ex am ined with the scru tiny of
this per spec tive.

A Flawed, Long-Term Military Strategy of Space
Weaponization

Sound mili tary rea sons ex ist for not weapon -
iz ing space. For ex am ple,

1. space- weaponization strate gies lack the
ele ment of sur viv abil ity. Space sys tems
will not sur vive if they are tar geted.
Mili tary sys tems in space, like all oth -
ers, fol low well- established, fixed or -
bits (or bital trans fers are en ergy- and
cost- prohibitive). This leaves space sys -
tems ex posed and vul ner able. As pre -
domi nantly un manned sys tems, they
also re quire data link to a con trol ler,
leav ing them vul ner able to in ter fer -
ence in the elec tro mag netic (EM) spec -
trum. For in stance, a nu clear ex plo sion
in space—with force and ra dia tion not
at tenu ated by the at mos phere—could

ne gate the use of vast num bers of or -
bits. Or direct- ascent ASATs, con -
structed from modi fied cold war
ICBMs, could dis perse some thing as
sim ple as sand in LEO, leav ing any thing 
pass ing through it (17,000 MPH @ 200
km) se verely dam aged or de stroyed.
Many fu tur is tic war games are con -
ducted through out DOD each year, and 
the play of space sys tems has in creased.
One con clu sion per sists: the fight for
space is first and fast, and many space
sys tems do not sur vive. As space ac cess
ma tures, the sur viv abil ity is sue will be -
come ob vi ous. Na tions will not rely on
space sys tems for cri sis situa tions—they
will rely on ter res trial sys tems (per haps
re dun dant with more ef fi cient but
more vul ner able space coun ter parts).
Hence, the value of space weap ons to
deny those space sys tems will be moot.

2. space- weaponization strate gies main tain a 
bo gus “cen ter of grav ity.” A mili tary theo -
rist would rec og nize US space
ISR/MCG/Comm as sets as a vul ner able
cen ter of grav ity (COG) since they are
both criti cal to suc cess ful mili tary op -
era tions and ex tremely vul ner able to
ad ver sar ial at tack, as noted above. But
us ing space weap ons to pro tect this vul -
ner abil ity is a leap be yond pru dence.
Terrestrial- based and space- based
ISR/MCG/Comm as sets are as sur edly a
vul ner able COG, but their vul ner abil -
ity is not a re sult of be ing in or re lated
to space; rather, it is a re sult of a cen tral -
ized ar chi tec ture. Sound mili tary judg -
ment has of ten led mili tary strate gists
to elimi nate a COG’s vul ner abil ity
rather than re quire them to pro tect
it—in this in stance, per haps a dis trib -
uted ar chi tec ture. A more de tailed dis -
cus sion of al ter na tive means of deal ing
with the security- of- assets is sue fol lows
shortly. Here, one need only note that it 
is ac cu rate to as sume that space
ISR/MCG/Comm is a COG, but the
claim that “space” is the COG is awry.
“Cen trali za tion” of this ISR ca pa bil ity
is the COG, and weap ons to pro tect it
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are not nec es sary. One can suc cess fully
pro tect cur rent space ISR/MCG/Comm
sys tems by both de cen tral iz ing and
enhanc ing the sanc tu ary ap proach of
the past 40- odd years.

3. space- weaponization strate gies are pro -
voca tive. Space weap ons are in her ently
of fen sive, and domi nant of fen sive
weap ons en cour age pre emp tion against 
them.33 Hence, space weap ons are mili -
tar ily pro voca tive and de sta bi liz ing.

4. space- weaponization strate gies are es ca la -
tory. Space weap ons, by their na ture, are 
es ca la tory. Be cause they are re mote,
they of fer plau si ble de ni abil ity; be cause 
they are typi cally un manned, they are
eas ier to use. As such, the use of space
weap ons blurs the dis tinc tion be tween
peace and war. They are an other am -
bigu ous step on the slip pery slope to es -
ca la tion.

5. space- weaponization strate gies are mili-
 tarily self- defeating. A space arms race
threat ens to ne gate the over whelm ing
mili tary ad van tages we now hold in
space, as well as in the air, on land, or at
sea. By prov ing the ef fi cacy of space
weap ons, the United States may pro vide 
the in ter na tional com mu nity with an
asym met ric ap proach ca pa ble of off set -
ting cur rent US global domi nance.

6. space- weaponization strate gies are po liti -
cally self- defeating. Pur su ing the mili tary 
ad van tages of space weap ons will in evi -
ta bly in cite mili tary coa li tions against
the United States.

7. space- weaponization strate gies are not a
pana cea. As men tioned, the an tici pated
ad van tages of mas sive space su pe ri or ity
will be neu tral ized by sym met ric re ac -
tions of ma jor pow ers and off set by
asym met ric re sponses of lesser pow ers.

8. space- weaponization strate gies are ex -
pensive. There are sig nifi cant long-
 term-oppor tu nity costs within the mili -
tary, par ticu larly in these times of di -
min ish ing DOD budg ets. One can meet
the same re quire ments with cheaper al -

ter na tives, such as com bat un manned
ae-rial ve hi cles (UAV).34 Weapon iz ing
space will nec es sar ily come at the ex -
pense of sat is fy ing docu mented mili tary 
de fi cien cies (strategic- lift de fi cien cies
and the C-17, air- superiority de fi cien -
cies and the F-22 or joint strike fighter,
forward- basing de fi cien cies and car ri -
ers, ISR de fi cien cies and the next gen -
era tion of ISR sat el lites,35 etc.).

9. space- weaponization strate gies are a
single- point so lu tion . What can be done
with space weap ons can also be done
from the air, with out the po liti cal bag -
gage of weapon iz ing space.

10. space- weaponization strate gies are not the
only so lu tion. Fi nally, the mili tary no -
tion of sanc tu ary—a place where one can 
pos ture forces and a place which, if at -
tacked, nec es sar ily changes the na ture
of the con flict—has a long his tory of suc -
cess ful use. Twentieth- century ex am -
ples in clude Por tu gal as sanc tu ary for
the Na tion als dur ing the Span ish Civil
War (1936–39), China as sanc tu ary for
the North Ko rean air force (1951–53),
China and Cam bo dia as sanc tu ary for
the North Viet nam ese (1965–72), Leba -
non as sanc tu ary for the Pal es tine Lib -
era tion Or gani za tion (1978–82), Paki -
stan as sanc tu ary for the Af ghan reb els
(1979–89), and space as sanc tu ary for US 
and Rus sian ISR as sets (1965–97).

Mili tary strate gists need to pause and care -
fully con sider the mili tary at trib utes of the
stand ing na tional space- sanctuary pol icy be -
fore dis miss ing it as a “head- in- the- sand” ap -
proach to fu ture US mili tary prow ess. Not do -
ing so raises the ques tion, Whose head is in
the sand?

A Viable Space-Sanctuary Strategy

The United States has a writ ten na tional space
pol icy. Un for tu nately, it is weak and am bigu -
ous. It sounds much like the tra di tional
Ameri can po si tion of pur su ing space as a
sanc tu ary but re serves the pos si bil ity of
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weaponi za tion. What is Amer ica do ing as a
na tion with re gards to space? Fum bling
around in an ad hoc man ner is a fair char ac -
teri za tion with which few peo ple would ar -
gue. No one is “in charge”; and there is no
clear vi sion of what the fu ture should be, no
unity of ef fort, and no clear path or strat egy
to get to that fu ture.36 The fol low ing rec om -
men da tions rem edy this situa tion and stem
from the va lid ity of the sanc tu ary ar gu ment
pre sented here.

Who Is in Charge?  Be fore struc tur ing a na -
tional space strat egy, we must ad dress the is -
sue of com mand (author ity and re spon si bil -
ity to set strat egy) and con trol (author ity and
re spon si bil ity to exe cute strat egy). The broad
im pact of space ac cess and the is sues it raises
clearly war rant top- level over sight. Be cause
the ex ecu tive pow ers of the presi dent were es -
tab lished for just such cir cum stances, the
presi dent should be “in charge.” Vested in
that “charge” is both re spon si bil ity of pro vid -
ing vi sion and author ity to set strat egy to pur -
sue that vi sion.

What Is the Vi sion? The presi dent must
pro duce and com mu ni cate a clear vi sion of
where the fu ture of the United States in space
will be. John F. Ken ne dy’s vi sion of an Ameri -
can man on the moon by the close of the
1960s best il lus trates a presi dent’s abil ity to
fo cus a na tion to ward na tional goals in space.
The twenty- first- century vi sion should in -
clude the United States as world leader in a
peace ful space en vi ron ment char ac ter ized by
both ex ten sive, mul ti na tional, ex plora tory
ven tures and in tense com mer cial en deav ors.

What Is the Best Strat egy for Pur su ing
That Vi sion? To pur sue that vi sion, the presi -
dent re tains the power to set strat egy. Based
upon the ar gu ment pre sented above, the best
strat egy for get ting to that vi sion is one of
space sanc tu ary. As stated, this is not a do-
 nothing strat egy. We need to un der take in -
tense dip lo matic ef forts to con vince a world
of na tions that space as a sanc tu ary for peace -
ful and co op era tive co ex is tence and sta bil ity
best serves all. Trea ties must ad dress ex actly
what con sti tutes a space weapon, com mit -
ments to not em ploy them, mecha nisms of
veri fi ca tion/po lic ing, and as sur ances of pu ni -

tive re sponse for vio la tions. A treaty with the
clause “the po si tion ing of any weapon in
space or at tack ing any space plat form will be
con sid ered an act of war against all sig na to -
ries of this treaty” would pro vide for mal and
in stant coa li tion (or col lec tive se cu rity)
against any ac tor seek ing the weaponi za tion
of space and would be a natu ral ex ten sion of
the Outer Space Treaty of 1967. Clearly, the
United States has the op por tu nity and means
to lead the dip lo matic ven tures, as well as the
re sources to lead in de vel op ing the meth ods
and tools of veri fi ca tion37 and pu ni tive re -
sponse.38

The ques tion of se cur ing US space ca pa bili -
ties re mains. One can rec on cile this “se cu rity
of as sets” is sue by a va ri ety of ini tia tives other
than pro tec tive weap ons. First, dip lo matic ef -
forts (agree ments and trea ties), as briefly out -
lined above, pro vide a meas ure of col lec tive
se cu rity. Sec ond, stra te gic al ter na tives elimi -
nate the vul ner abil ity of this mili tary COG.
Space- based ISR/MCG/Comm as sets, as well
as all the pe riph eral com po nents of that sys -
tem, are clearly a vul ner able COG; but, as dis -
cussed pre vi ously, that vul ner abil ity is not an
in her ent re sult of hav ing space borne com po -
nents. It is a re sult of choos ing a cen tral ized
ar chi tec ture. Meth ods to elimi nate the COG
rather than pro tect it with space- based weap -
ons in clude

ISR/MCG/Comm sys tem re dun dancy:
ter res trial and/or space- based, small,
mul ti ple com po nents set in a de cen tral -
ized, dis trib uted ar chi tec ture (much like 
switch ing net works in tele com mu ni ca -
tion sys tems, the se cu rity af forded here
is self- redundancy);39

ISR/MCG/Comm sys tem re con sti tu -
tion: a plan that over comes the loss of
some system- critical com po nents by es -
tab lish ing a re spon sive re con sti tu tion
ca pa bil ity (UAV back ups and/or re spon -
sive space lift);40 and
ISR/MCG/Comm sys tem sub sti tutes:
sub sti tute and/or re dun dant ter res trial
sys tems (e.g., in er tial navi ga tion,
ground com mu ni ca tion net works,41

UAVs,42 etc.).
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Third, pas sive hide- and- seek de fenses pro -
vide a pre emp tive meas ure of se cu rity. Ef fec -
tive hide meas ures (de ny ing for eign ISR col -
lec tion ef forts against the United States)
in clude

de cep tion (ISR pro vides a view of ac -
tions, but in tent can be ei ther hid den or
scripted);
cam ou flage;
se cu rity meas ures to deny ac cess (e.g.,
com mu ni ca tions and com puter se cu -
rity, soft ware gates and pass words,
proper clas si fi ca tion and pro tec tion
meth ods, etc.); and
en cryp tion, so even if data of in tel li -
gence value is ac cessed, it is not use ful.

Se cure seek meas ures (coun ter ing at tacks
against US ISR col lec tion ef forts) in clude

warn ing to in clude ISR and other veri fi -
ca tion meas ures—at tacks have to be ob -
served while they oc cur if they are to be
coun tered or avoided;
vigi lance to in clude ISR and other veri fi -
ca tion meas ures—more im por tantly,
the emer gence of ASAT ca pa bil ity needs
to be rec og nized well in ad vance if
coun ter meth ods are to be in place if and 
when an at tack oc curs;
re stricted or bits—for in stance, if an air -
borne direct- ascent ASAT ca pa bil ity
emerges, mov ing as sets from the more
vul ner able LEO lo cales to the less vul -
ner able geo sta tion ary lo cales might be
pru dent, or if a ground- based- laser
ASAT ca pa bil ity emerges, high- cost
space as sets may need to be kept in or -
bits that limit ex po sure to the ground-
 based lo ca tion of the ASAT;
shield ing from a va ri ety of EM pulses as
well as shield ing from physi cal de bris;
auto matic shut down of space borne ISR
col lec tors once a harm ful EM pulse is
de tected, cou pled with re task ing the
col lec tion mis sion to less vul ner able
col lec tors as well as ar chiv ing the
source and lo ca tion of the harm ful
emit ter;

auto matic fre quency modu la tion to re -
duce pos si bil ity of data- link jam -
ming/in ter cept;
se cu rity meas ures aimed at pro tect ing
criti cal in for ma tion re gard ing US space
sys tems (fre quen cies, or bital pa rame -
ters, ca pa bili ties, etc.); and
de fen sive in for ma tion op era tions to
coun ter computer- virus at tacks, soft -
ware bombs, and so forth with re stricted 
ac cess, ex ten sive and regu lar soft ware
op era tional test and evalua tion (OT&E), 
pass words, gates, en cryp tion, and so
forth.

Fourth, and fi nally, pre par ed ness (main tain -
ing the tech ni cal abil ity to de ploy coa li tion
space weap ons should the need arise and be -
gin ning with the lesser pro voca tive earth- to-
 space weap ons)43 pro vides both an ad di tional
de ter rent as well as a fail- safe meas ure of se cu -
rity.

To sug gest that ro bust space weaponi za -
tion is the es sen tial means of pro vid ing se cu -
rity of US space ISR/MCG/Comm ca pa bil ity
and de ny ing simi lar for eign ca pa bil ity grossly 
over looks the many al ter na tives that avoid
much of the cost and po liti cal bag gage of
space weap ons. More than sim ply choos ing
the sanc tu ary strat egy, the presi dent and his
ad mini stra tion must ag gres sively pur sue it,
all the while clearly ar ticu lat ing the rea sons
be hind the strat egy and the ways of im ple -
ment ing it.

Where Is the Unity of Ef fort to ward Exe -
cut ing the Strat egy? The De part ments of
State, De fense, Trans por ta tion, En ergy, and
Com merce, as well as a va ri ety of gov ern ment 
agen cies and of fices, all have pa ro chial in ter -
ests in space. None of them could fairly ar bi -
trate dis crep an cies and exe cute a com pre hen -
sive sanc tu ary strat egy. As an ex am ple, one
should con sider once again the protection-
 of- assets is sue. All com mu ni ties agree that na -
tional ISR ca pa bil ity is vul ner able and re -
quires a meas ure of pro tec tion—but who picks 
up the bill? Cur rently, no one does—lit tle is
done to ward fund ing space pro tec tion. Or -
gani za tions char tered to ac quire and op er ate
space borne intelligence- gathering sys tems

54  AIRPOWER JOURNAL  WINTER 1998



see the pro tec tion of na tional as sets un der the 
ju ris dic tion of the De part ment of De fense,
em pha sis on de fense. Con trar ily, DOD claims
that gov ern ment or gani za tions with a mis -
sion to pro vide space re con nais sance can not
re lia bly sat isfy that mis sion with out pro vid -
ing a means of se cur ing the as sets. Both are
good ar gu ments with out an ar bi tra tor.
Clearly, these is sues re quire reso lu tion, or the 
United States will end up with a very ca pa ble
space ar chi tec ture that is lost in the first fray.
An or gan iza tional con struct that can ar bi trate 
such is sues to the best in ter ests of the coun try 
is nec es sary; for tu nately, the United States
has sev eral mod els and prece dent for just
such an or gani za tion. All space- related or -
gani za tions—in clud ing the Na tional Aero -
nau tics and Space Ad min istra tion (NASA),
United States Space Com mand (USSPACE -
COM), and the Na tional Re con nais sance Of -
fice (NRO)— should be re struc tured un der
one sin gle in sti tu tion: the De part ment of
Space. This would pro vide the unity of ef fort
re quired for such an am bi tious na tional ef -
fort.

Emotional Appeal
In to tal, the is sues raised here in di cate that

long- term mili tary costs and the broader so -
cial, po liti cal, and eco nomic costs as so ci ated
with the United States lead ing the world in
the weaponi za tion of space out weigh the
pros pect of a short- term mili tary ad van tage.
Fur ther more, pur su ing a na tional space strat -
egy on the as sump tion made at the out -
set—that “space will be weapon ized; we only
need to de cide if the US will take the
lead”—can be chal lenged on a more fun da -
men tal level. This as sump tion is ul ti mately
founded on a be lief that the na ture of peo -
ple—their his tori cal ten dency to wage
war—can not change. Con trar ily, the so cial
na ture of peo ple can change. One has only to
com pare to day’s global at ti tudes to ward slav -
ery with those of 150 years ago.

If we con tinue to as sume that ma jor global
war fare be tween na tions is in evi ta ble and
pre pare for it ac cord ingly, we con demn our -

selves to that fu ture. Do ing so as sumes
determin- ism—that the fu ture will hap pen
and that we have to op ti mize our po si tion in
it. That as sump tion is not nec es sar ily true and 
runs coun ter to the Ameri can spirit. The fu -
ture is what we make it. Per haps we need to
spend a lit tle less time cre at ing weap ons to
pro tect our selves in a fu ture that we are des -
tined to stum ble into and a lit tle more time
build ing the fu ture we would want to live in.
More than chal leng ing a flawed as sump tion,
this ar ti cle sug gests a re place ment—an as -
sump tion that is both more op ti mis tic about
the na ture of peo ple and one that reso nates
with the Ameri can spirit: “The United States
will lead the world into space; we only need to 
de cide where and how to go.”

Conclusion
Many US mili tary war games to day be gin

with strikes against US space sys tems in the
2010 to 2020 time frame. Each war game ad -
dresses what to do about those strikes and, of
course, con cludes with the call for space
weaponi za tion. The more sig nifi cant (but
miss ing) is sue is the ex ami na tion of ex actly
what hap pened in the geo po liti cal en vi ron -
ment from the pres ent to 2010/2020 that al -
lowed those strikes to oc cur, and raises the
ques tion, Could they have been pre vented?
This ar ti cle of fers a close- to- complete, al beit
terse, list ing of the his tori cal, po liti cal, ad ver -
sar ial, tech no logi cal, fi nan cial, prac ti cal, and
emo tional as pects of the sanc tu ary ar gu ment.
It pro vides a frame work for ad dress ing such
ques tions. It does not in tend to close the ar gu -
ment on any of these counts; rather, it is spe -
cifi cally aimed at open ing de bate. Whether
ac cepted or not, US long- range space strat egy
must deal with each of the is sues gen er ated by 
the space- sanctuary ar gu ment. Each count de -
serves much deeper work. Fur ther more, if one 
is to con sider a sanc tu ary strat egy credi ble,
one must take pains to think through its exe -
cu tion. This raises in ter est ing ques tions re -
gard ing co op era tion (dip lo matic re quire -
ments),  veri  f i  ca tion (in tel li  gence
re quire ments), and pun ish ment (tech no logi -
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cal re quire ments). In the end, one would
hope that se ri ous thought on these is sues
would yield a US space strat egy that both to -
day con tin ues the 40- year pur suit of a se cure
space en vi ron ment and global sta bil ity, and

to mor row  proj ects sev eral paths for co op era -
tively us ing space to seek US na tional in ter -
ests: long- term na tional se cu rity, eco nomic
well- being, and world wide le giti macy of US
con sti tu tional val ues.
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